
SDMSDocID 2014612



.JAN. 16.20033 1 :19PM -BIA SO CAL AGENCY 760 397 .NO. 4064 P. 2 P. i

esidents
of Oasis
question
water safety
Tribe reports
'action level'
of rocket fuel
chemical
BY BENJAMIN SPILJLMAN
T!(» BMMT tUK

OASIS — Water from the
Colorado River ii what
made life and fanning in The
rural, east valley community
of Oasis possible.

On Thursday, die people
of that community ques-
tioned whether the water
that provides jobs here is safe
co drink.

The answer hat implica-
tions for the entire Coachella
Valley.

About 60 people crowded
a bilingual meeting of the
Oasis Community Council
in response to reports from a
nearby Indian tribe that: a.
chemical used in rocket fuel
is contaminating ease valley
groundwatcr walls.

The chemical, perchlo-
rate, was detected in a well
on th* tribe'a reservation in
the fall. Since then, tribal of-
ficials have conducted more
tests,

The tests ahow levels
above the state'* "action lev-

el" for public notice.
There Is no evidence, how-

ever, that the chemical has
caused health problems for
local residence.

"A lot of us are drinking
water from our wells. We
don't know what ia in there,"
council member Anna Ro-
driguez told officials from
the Coachella Valley Water
District,

Locally, perchloratc is
thought to have arrived via
canals that connect -die
Coachella Valley to the Col-
orado River.

In me past, river water has
been used locally mostly for
crop irrigation.

However, now that popu-
lation growth is depleting
the valley's groundwater
supply, the water district
plans to subsidize the under-
ground aquifer with water
from the river.

"Colorado River water is
essential," said Steve Bigley,
a water quality specialist for
CVWD. "There ia no other
feasible source of water for
the Coachella Valley."

Currently, California re-
quires die public be notified
if perchloraie is detected at a
level of four parts per billion
or greater.

In 2001, CVWD closed a
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"low quality" weii jn L
after detecting a level of about 5.5
ppb, although it was not required
of the district.

So far, the well in La Quinta and
"more than three" wells on the
Torres Martinez reservation are
the only sites where perchlorate
has been detected, tribe officials
said.

Tones Martinez officials have
said results from a well near a
small tribal community in Ther-
mal show a level above 4 ppb.

The tribe is concerned that fu-
ture grouadwater recharge plans
by the water district could exac-
erbate the problem.

Groundwater recharge involves
injecting river water into the
ground where it mixes with the
existing aquifer.

"We have a problem, and we
need to start looking for a solu-
tion," said Alberto Ramirez,, a
tribal environmental official, "We
don't pollute the water. 'Why are

i we going to pay for the conse-
i queaces?"

But treating all the Colorado
River water imported to the valley
is expensive.

To reduce perchlorate to non-
decectable levels in imported river
water would cause water rates co
double, according to CVWD. And
that doesn't include me cost to
dispose of the filtered material,
Bigley said,

Both Bigley and Steve Robbins,
interim general manager of
CVWD, said the outcome of a de-
cision by the state to implement
new standards will determine
whether CVWD ratepayers will
bear the burden of treatment,
The state is considering action
levels between two and six parts
per billion.

What is perchlorate?
Perchlorate is a naturally occurring

and man-made chemical. Most of the
perchlorate manufactured in the
United States Is used as the primary
Ingredient of solfd rocket propellant
Wastes from the manufacture and
improper disposal of chemicals
containing perchlorate ere increasingly
being discovered In soil and water,
according to the U. S. Environmental
Protection Agency. In high doses, the
chemical Is known to have caused
thyroid problems in lab animals,

A final decision is expected by
early 2004.

Treating water for perchlorate
'can cost about 8230 per acre-
'foot.

The Coachella Valley imports
about 330,000 acre-feet of river
water annually, but river water is
not widely used here for drinking,
It also is unlikely the entire supply
of imported river water would re-
quire treatment, according to

Bigley said deciding how to ad-
dress the problem locally will de-
pend on more studies and fururc
drinking water standards. Per-
chlorate has only been considered
a problem since die mid-1990s,

j and almost nothing is known
about its long-term effects on hu-

! mans.
"Everything is poison — sodi-

um, calcium, everything. It ia die
dose that determines whether it is
safe or not," Bigley said,

"If die benefits are small and the
1 costs are very high, it may not be

practical to treat at that low lev-
el."

Benjamin Spillman can be reached
at 778-4643 or by e-mail at
Benjamln.Splllmani&nedeserisun.com,
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